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Introduction
Four years ago,in my first semester at the University of Mississippi, I was lucky
enough to take a literature course with the previous Chair of the English Department,
Patrick Quinn. Dr. Quinn had a sharp intellect, an exceptionally intense personality and
an immeasurable love of literature. He was my introduction to the University and
academia, in many ways.
I shared my desire to write with Dr. Quinn, and in conversation he related to me
his own experiences in creative writing- a passion through university, one marked with
promise, the potential for success. And then one day he stopped. Only to find enormous
success in academia, of course, but still, he quit. I didn't realize at the time how much the
concept unsettled me, but it did. The idea that one day, sometime in the future, my desire
to write could merely vanish. I carried that memory with me for years, looming over my
shoulder, creeping out whenever a story fizzled or time went by without any new output.
When I initially set out to write this collection of short stories, I found myself
desperate for inspiration. The outright ridiculousness of that, of lacking a source to write
from after three years of study, of traveling and workshops and daily reading did not
escape me. I panicked, and in panicking I flung as many ideas against the wall as I could
manage. Proverbially, very little stuck.
The most important guidepost I had in trying to cobble together something that
could affectionately be referred to as a collection was a series of short stories by George
1

Saunders, a writer introduced to me by Jack Pendarvis (an act for which I am eternally
grateful). Saunders’ writing is at once casual and authoritative; arresting, but playful.
What’s more, I found, is that his work navigates the self-critical, massively-connected,
half-ironic sort of space that seems to define my entire generation, navigates it deftly and
without pretension or patronization or detachment^ and tliat last one is what sold me. I
don’t want to write what I don’t feel.
There is a story in particular, entitled /<?«, in which a teenager whose formative
years are spent in an endless focus group, who can only express himself through maudlin,
manufactured commercial references loses his \tirginity. His recollection of the event is
somehow beautiful: “And though I had many times seen LI 34321 for Honey Grahams,
where the stream of milk and the stream of honey enjoin to make that river of sweet
tasting goodness, I did not know that, upon making love, one person may become like
the milk and the other like the honey, and soon they cannot even remember who started
out the milk and who the honey, they just become one fluid, this like honey/milk
combo.”
From then on, one of my strongest desires as a writer has been to construct or
discover moments just like this, ones which embrace wholeheartedly the cruel pettiness
of our collective experiences, and wring beauty from them regardless.
The name ‘Untranslatables’ is derived from the experiences and emotions which
frustrate the speaker who attempts to casually define them. To essentiaUze each story
into a single untranslatable moment leaves the unpacked concept which inspired

me to

write it in the first place. In ‘On Caring For Your New Arm’, what is being explored is
the idea of instrumentality of the physical body. Navid’s new prosthetic arm is
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incomparably more effective than the one lost and the one that remains. But how does
one explain to another the inadequacies of the only physical form the other has ever had?
Haunting Navid is the growing concern that, if the body is merely an approximated
platform for interaction with the environment, the flawlessness of his fake arm makes it
more real than it was naturally.
‘Deatli Poems’ began as an examination of the experience of death in video
games. The idea came to me when I found the epigraph- a death haiku composed by a
naturalist poet named Bokusui Wakayama. The sensor)^ deprivation of death, here
described by a man in the terminal stages of liver failure seemed to be the one way in
which virtual reality could accurately mimic the natural world. Death, whether in battle
or in bed, occupies a unique space in the collective conscious, unique in that it is a
guaranteed event described only by those who have never experienced it. The question
of what separates the physical nature of dying from the more nebulous, permanent and
ostensibly meaningful cessation of existence is at work in the many death scenes of
‘Death Poems’.
‘Untranslatables’, the titular story, is an idea that has gestated for a few years. I
first heard of Grigory Perelman when I was entering college. At the time the media had
only the faintest idea of who this incredible man was. What instantly bothered me was
the cruelty of the narrative, which read: eccentric idiot wastes opportunity of a lifetime.
More sympathetic accounts of Perelman’s story trickled out of Russia in tech blogs and
online articles, until finally in 2009 Masha Gessen released Perfea RJ^or, a biography in
search of the genius. What made it so compelling, beyond the simple fact that it was a
window into the man and the mathematic community he’d spurned, was the absolute
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absence of the central subject- she never met him. I had long wished to write something
meaningful about Perelman, but the attempts always seemed hollow. Ms. Gessen,
however, experdy constructed the character of the reclusive mathematician by looking at
his history, his words and his impact. Whether or not I have done the same in my
outright fictionalization of her search is for the reader to decide.
One of the primary themes woven throughout the entire collection is artificiality.
‘On Caring For Your New Arm’ relates to an artificial limb. The concept of the bionic
man is exhaustively present in 20**^ century media. But the story takes less of its cues
from science fiction than it does from the modem day application of high-tech
prosthetics. I decided to write a story about prosthetics upon reading about Oscar
Pistorius, a South African athlete known as ‘Blade Runner’, initially banned from
participating in the Olympics due to the ‘unfair advantage’ granted by his carefully
crafted prosthetic legs. The idea of a replacement limb being ‘better’ is the basis for
Navid’s centtal dilemma.
‘Death Poems’ takes place in artificial reality. In a way, this was the most difficult
story to write, and it remains the story with which I struggle the most. Writing the
characters and scenes, I tried to ensure that the finished product resembled my own
experiences, and not merely what I felt like highlighting. Almost everything that one does
as a gamer keeps a barrier up between the fiction of the game and the reality of the world.
By immersing the characters in a complete artificial reality, I tried to make the
mundane aspects of life resemble fiction, instead of the other way around. The other
focus, of course, is the relationships, which in Death Poems are uncannily resiUent.
There is something about the combination of casual slaughter and immediate
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interconnectivity that keeps friendships alive. Ultimately, there’s very little formal
structure in a virtual bond- individuals are connected from the comfort of their own
homes, rather than in the public eye. The amount of information one communicates to
another is tightly controlled. In a way, these bonds allow us to sidestep the posturing and
uncertainty that accompany relationships in ‘real life’, and frankly, it’s hard to stay
frustrated at a friend when you’re constantly given the opportunity to kill them.
In ‘Untranslatables’ the primaty^ concern is an artificial perspective, its protagonist
struggling to understand an elusive mathematician, all the while resistant to the
knowledge that his life’s work is essentially forever beyond her comprehension. This
undoubtedly mirrors my own experiences far more closely than those of the real Masha
Gessen, but I believe it to be central to the tragedy of Grigory Perelman. So few people
understand, or even desire to understand the incredible thing he’s done for human
understanding. Everyone, it seems, can understand a gold medal.
The construction and completion of this collection was, at times,somewhat
harrowing. It is the result of many rush-writes and re-writes and re-dos. Despite my
happiness witli the collection, finishing it has left me with the desire to take these stories
further.
And yet it came with a wonderful revelation: at no point during the conception,
writing or editing of Untranslatables did the prospect of quitting so much as occur to me.
My writing no longer depends on the question of if, now the question is how.
I have learned much in my time in the Honors College. In ttyting to pen this
introduction I struggled to draw careful lines from individual moments to this finished
thesis. More relevant, I think, is the sum total of what I have gained from my education:
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first, the intelligence necessary to doubt myself, and second, the experience necessary to
put those doubts to rest.

6

1- ON CARING FOR YOUR NEW ARM

It’s Friday when the package arrives. I spend the early morning in the li\dng room,
anxiously peering through the only window I have. No cars come through the lot until
seven, when diere’s a deluge, and tvery humming sedan that passes plays with my heart
until I’m a bitter shell. Until one of the hums stops suddenly, and there’s a knock at the
door. I trip over my coffee table on the way to the delivery guy, snatch it out of his
hands and leave a signature that looks something like a hand turkey. I pull off the
packaging, and behold.
The arm’s underneath a thin shield of factory plastic that glosses each section
over with a new sort of glint. It looks fetal in the glow of the kitchen light, tender and
unbroken, surgically accurate muscles a suggestion penciled in by a designer, not

an

engineer. I trace the seam of the bicep where it creases in a sinewy curve, temporary
hooks of my left hand cupping the table's edge comfortably, and I pause.
How the fuck do I get it out?
Scissors only poke jagged holes in the case. I dig at it furiously, ripping and
cutting around the outline of the limb with no success. The arm’s segmented like a halfdozen smooth snakes twisted neatly around a pole, but not so fleshy. It’s got all the
trappings of musculature without the faintest hint of meat.
I drag a solitary hook through the perforations in the packaging. I can feel the
vibrations of metal through plastic skitter up the barren rods of my inner forearm.
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There’s a strange tension in my not-limb, a gritty pressure couched in the absence of
feeling. The container finally tears, raw lips of the case fi2zing with the release of
compressed air. When I shove my hand into the shallow space before the arm there’s the
sensation of plastic into flesh; I ignore it, greedily touching and grabbing at the skin of
the thing, metal but not metal, almost a plush ceramic- soft, with give here and there, but
the gritty feeling of particles and di\dsible parts. I can feel the machinery of the arm push
back in responsive, natural force.
It’s perfect. The arm smothers my metal skeleton like a vise as I slide it on,
tightening as it expands. There’s a knob on the inside that unlocks the various muscle
plates. I crank it forward and watch the arm expand ever so slightly. Another crank and it
gets a bit larger. I can’t stop smiling. Customized muscles. Flip a switch and look ripped.
It’s a wonderful world we live in.
For the next hour I pose in the mirror, shirt off, shirt on, always tilted to the left
so my good arm is showing. It’s amazing the way the sinews join with the shoulder in
perfect muscular unity. There’s no bump, no awkward stretch marks, skin pulled tightly
over metal like a nightmarish sweatervest. Just an artful flow of man to machine. I look
amazing.
I resist the urge to go curl the biggest dumbbell at the gym, remembering the
pointed drone of the safety vids. I settle for a few spirited one-arm pull-ups. They’re
effortless. What’s not effortless is the way I tear the Up off of my ceiUng as I come down.
It just rips off in my hand, jagged on both ends. I toss it at the trash can Uke Zeus
wielding a Ughtning bolt.
I miss.
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Mikey shows at eight sharp. He’s already smiling as he puUs up in his shitty red
Corolla, arm hanging out the rolled down window,cause that’s the only way it opens.
“Navid!” he says, stepping up my driveway. His eyes are stuck to my new arm. Mikey’s
something like thirty-SL\, a wiry litde Irishman with a dirty blonde goatee under a shining
bald head, but curious like a kid, and he asks me how I’m doing while he pokes the metal
surface. I adjust the arm and the seams split apart where he’s touching. His hand darts
back and he yelps, then boxes my chin and gives me a hug.
“You’re good to go, right?” He jabs a hairy finger at me.
“I’m fine. I’m fine,” I brush the question off. “Adjusting to the arm, but the
meds have worn off.”
Mikey looks unconvinced. “Cause they said you can take the weekend.”
I shake my head. “Like I trust you to fuck the place up any worse.”
“That’s no way to talk to your boss, kid. I’m docking your paycheck.” He tousles
my hair and yanks me towards the car. “So, prove you’re ready then. Hop in.

He’s

motioning to the driver’s seat, like I’m actually going to drive.
“What? No way. I just got this thing.”
He just shrugs and shoves me gendy towards the car. “Come on. You want back
on the line and you can’t even drive a car? We gotta test that arm out, my friend. You
still have the receipt, right?”
I shake my head. “No, man. Look...”
“Nope. Don’t care. We had a deal, brother. I provide the car, you provide the
cyborg chauffeur.”
I probably should’ve seen this coming. “Mikey, I just had a piece of metal stapled
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into my nen^ous system. I am going to test it out today, canfully, like the guy with the
PhD told me to. There is no goddamn way you’re talking me into driving down 1-55.”
Ten minutes later I’m driving down 1-55 with my hands wrapped so tighdy
around the wheel I can hear the leather crackling. I haven’t driven since the accident and
I can’t help but imagine a gap between my impulse and the arm’s action. Every time I
turn the radio down Mikey slaps away my hand.
“So tell me,” he starts, putting his bare feet up on the dash,“how’s your left
hook?”
'We could find out right now.
Please, kid. Come back when you got a metal jaw. I’m serious. Now,more
importantly, that thing have a vibrate feature, or...
Oh my god.
“It’s a selling point, man. Honestly, what’s it like?”
“It’s good. It’s great. I’ve got my arm back.”
He reaches over and taps the ceramic shell. “How do you even feel through that?”
“It’s like, these little tactile pad things. Tap somewhere and all the closest ones
send back a message. Somewhere in there it turns into feeling, I guess.”
He strokes his goatee. I can tell he’s trying not to stare, but he’s failing. For a
while we drive in silence. The morning is pink and warm, more spring than winter. The
trees are all dead, but the sun is shining. It’s Saturday, and the interstate is empty. We’re
snaking through the city and suddenly we pass by the spot where it happened, a little
island of grass and dirt in the gray sprawl of the highway. Once there was a magnolia tree
here. Its limbs spilled out onto the road to tap the windows of cars as they passed.
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And then I was mashed up against it, broken metal on shattered trunk, dashboard
against bone against timber. My car was wrapped around it in an awkward U when they
pulled me out of the mess, and all there was left to do was to saw it down to a measly
nub.
We arrive at the plant in about an hour. It’s this long slab of building that
swallows up the horizon, never more than four stories but massive in length, aU chalkwhite save for uvo rows of black plate-glass flanking the side facing the road, and the
single towering red marker of the main entrance. From where we park there’s the distinct
illusion that it sketches on forever.
Inside and I already feel at home. The warmth of activity is everywhere. The
strangest thing about the plant is the sort of wind that seems to blow through the
corridors. Forty feet tall is the main chamber, and I don’t even know how long. Maybe
it’s the ventilation, but something carries the smells and the sparks from all the grinding
and welding on down the line.
We drop our things off at the apartments, little complexes within the building,
just sitting off to the side of the corridor. The inside of ours is just a pair of bedrooms
and a common area with a kitchen. It’s easier to live here during our on-weeks. Some
people can’t handle the noise, but to me the soundproofing turns the din of the factory
into this pleasant, morphing hum. I’ve got a white noise machine back home, and I can t
sleep without it anymore.
By noon we’re already out on the Hne, but there’s more talking than working.
Everyone gathers around to see the new arm. Dozens of hands run along the black
surface, fingers tracing the gold trim. It’s kinda flashy, I guess, but if you could see the
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flesh colors you’d understand. It’s an uncanny valley thing, the segments and the
hairlessness and the way the tan is never quite the same as real flesh, it’s all wrong. Better
to flaunt your cyborg side.
Mikey and I work in the first section of the plant, from the loading docks to the
shaping facility. There’s something like thirty four indi\adual products that get made here,
which is why it’s so damn big, like a giant anthill, all the material coming in on one side,
splitting up and spreading through the facility until the finished goods come out the
other.
We’re junior and senior supervisor here, which is really an official way of calling
us

problem solvers. Most of the first week I spend getting back in the hang of things. It

takes a while for people to appreciate the arm. People keep trying to open doors for me,
help me lift things. That’s when I pick whatever it is up with two fingers. By Wednesday
I’m getting pulled aside to help unload pallets in Processing. With a little help, I can hold
one over my head, take it straight from the truck and lay it down inside. The workers
gather around me, awestruck. I give the pallet a shove, and juggle it on my palm. I admit
it. I’m addicted to the attention.
How can I explain what it’s like? Two dozen workers at the docks, a dozen in
Processing, and seven or eight more between here and Shaping, not counting the
roamers like me and Mikey. But it’s the machines doing the work. That’s why we’re here.
We’re just support.
Weeks pass and all the tension and rigidity in the new arm is gone. It’s simply
better. Maybe it’s mental but I find my right arm always aching, always nicked and
scraped and too clumsy or soft to keep up with my left. Wliat’s the matter with the thing?
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It used to be dominant. Used to have this fine touch that the prosthetic couldn’t match.
I’m shutting down an overheated grinder, spinning wildly on the second floor.
The engine runs this metal wheel on a pole, usually you have shut it down, take a towel,
wrap it around the axle until it cools off and slows down enough to stop. I flick the
switch off and just grab it one handed. It grinds to a halt, just barely turning in my grip.
I’m not even thinking when I reach my other hand in to brace it, and the pain leaps up
my arm and knocks me over. I wrap my burned hand in the cool metal of my left, and
that’s what I start to resent the fleshy thing.
It’s my last few days before the off week and I’ve got nothing to do, so I wander
over to Shaping. Long girders on chains come dra^ng down the line, and where they
vanish into the machinery they’re superheated, and these segmented plates come
crashing down against them. Out of the machine rolls the noise of metal ripping, sharp
and rapid, Hke an enormous door creaking open.
I take a quick glance around and realize Ed is missing. Ed’s the technician here,
this porky son of a bitch who’s too close to retirement for his own good. He was one of
the first guys I met when I showed up at the plant. His legs were up on the console, face
buried in a magazine. I asked him how long he’d been working this section.
“Hell, I dunno.” He shrugged. I don’t think he was lying. So I take a seat in his
chair, prop my legs up, and take in the view. From the press to the Une, everything is
automated, just a monotonous procession of rods down the drafty halls of the plant.
What could keep someone here for so long?
Something catches my eye passing down the Une. It’s a loose girder wrapped up
in the chain itself, dragging along the center of the Une, bobbing with the forward
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morion on its slow trip to the press. I can’t believe it. I mean. I’ve seen it before but
there are two stations that should’ve caught it already. This place so goddamned
understaffed it’s unbelievable.
I hover my hand over the emergency stop but I realize Ed’U be in the shit if he’s
not around when the line shuts down. I hop over the railing and follow it along the line
as it drops closer and closer to where I can reach it, something like twenty feet from the
press. I take my prosthetic and get a feel for the weight. It’s solid, and the mass is
awkward in my grip, but I can lift it. I yank on the girder, trying to unravel the chain
that’s trapped it. I know what the press looks like on the inside, perfectly measured and
sectioned. I can imagine what happens when the strut meets the machinery wrong, bent
up into the gears, between plates, all mashed and ripped so they have to cut the whole
damn thing apart to get at it. I get my fingers into three stud holes and I pull.
The chain groans as it snaps, and in an instant the girder rolls forward onto my
bicep. I freeze. The girders have me pinned in between them. I’m thrusting and yanking
on my arm, feeling all the strength helplessly leveraged against itself. I’m in this odd state
of shock: I can’t puU back, or the girder will roll onto my neck. I can’t push forward
because of how my arm is trapped. Suddenly my feet leave the ground, the girder lifting
up and towards the machinery ahead.
I swat uselessly at the emergency button, too far for me to touch. I’m cold and
swearing, and I try to balance myself on my tiptoes but my stomach drops as I realize I’m
suspended completely in the air. I start screaming for help, screaming for anyone nearby
to shut the whole line down, but the welding and the grinding and the raw percussion of
metal shaping metal swallow up the sound. All I can do is dangle and scream, try to flex
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my arm just so, and then the girder moves, but only bounces on my bicep, just so,
bouncing with the litdest bit of space, and if I could just get the tiniest bit of leverage I
could slip my right arm in and push the girder off. And so I flail wildly and the girder
pops up, and in my right arm goes, and I push with all the strength the fleshy thing has
in it, and I hear it grinding and scraping and my left arm is free, scratched but free, and
my right is mashed horribly into the vice. Fm hanging limply, staring down the
machinery as it looms closer, sparks glowing past, exhaust drenching my face in hot
steam, and I think Oh god.
Ever)^thing screeches to a halt. I look down, and Mikey has all his weight leaned
against the emergency stop like he flung himself into it. He’s staring up at me, bone
white, and he yells: What the fuck?
An hour or so later I’m sitting with Mikey and Ed in HR,purple blotch on my
right arm, and we’re lying our way through the accident report.
Wouldyou consider this an instance ofmechanicalfailure orgross human negligence"^
Mechanical failure, we insist.
Would you consider this a culminating-slash-recurring issue or a quote-unquotefreak accident?
Quote-unquote freak, we say.
Toyour knowledge, did the personnel involved do theirpart to protect company property as well
as employee life and limb?
Absolutely, I say, and Ed echoes me. Mikey pauses for the briefest moment, and
then he nods.

Outside Ed promises us a case of beers for covering his ass. He gives me a half
hearted bionic man compliment and then power-walks in the opposite direction of the
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HR office. Mikey walks me back towards the apartments. He’s whispering as we go.
“We just have to keep our mouths shut is all. HR’s already bitching at
management to hire new employees, but they’ll sit on it same as always.” He looks
uncomfortable. “Na\dd, can I ask you something?”
“^eah?”
He pulls me aside into a little alley between stacks of crates. Above us a conveyor
belt moves them endlessly about. “What was that thing you pulled before I stopped the
Hne, huh?”
1 shrug. “What? I was trying to get my arm out, man.”
He looks around and continues quietiy, just loud enough to hear. “Which arm,
though? Cause I saw that right one slide back in, is all.”
What? The hell does he think happened? “You saying I got my right arm
trapped on purpose?”
I m not sajdng anything.” He holds his hands up defensively. “I’m asking you.”
Mikey, fuck off, I didn’t-” I shove him with my prosthetic, and the push is way
harder than I intended. He collides with the crates and gets this seething look on his face,
and now my hands are up cause I think he’s about to hit me,and I try to apologize, but
he shoves past me out of the alley, and when I step out after him, he’s already gone.
Later I m doing some maintenance in Processing, fixing a stuck pump in an array,
the others still driving away around me. What Mikey said is still lingering in the back of
my mind. It’s fucking insulting is what it is. I run my finger along the machinery inside to
feel for where it’s caught against the frame. I think the problem is Mikey’s a little jealous.
1 mean, I already did his job damn near better than he did, and tliat was before the
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accident. I feel a little ridge, like one of the braces sticking out too far. Now that I have
this arm, the fuck do they need him for? I pull my hands out of the machine and start
shaking it by the frame to see if the piece will come loose. Nothing doing. Tm gonna
have to tear tlie damn thing out. I wrap my hands around the brace, and pause. He
wouldn’t understand what it’s like to be enhanced. I need to shut the pump off, first, or
it’ll start with my hand in the gears. I’m gripping the ridge tighdy now. He doesn’t
fucking get it.
I dunno what’s pissed me off so bad. I stand up and shut the pistons off, the
metal lattice hea\dng to a halt. My right hand on the button is smeared with oil, smudged
into something black and unreal.
Later that night Mikey pushes open the door to the apartment carrying two cases
of beer. There’s a girl with him, a short thing with black hair pulled back into a bun. It’s
Lorrie, Mikey’s local girl. She’s shorter than he is, maybe five-foot-one, big smile, small
breasts, nice eyes. She’s barely older than I am but dating Mikey makes her more like an
aunt to me, an older sister. Definitely not a mom.
“Navid!” she squeals, running over to see my new arm. “Did you get my letter?
I’m so sorry I never came down to see you. You got out of the hospital so fast!”
I kiss her on the cheek. “Nah,Lorrie, it’s fine. They stuck a rod in the stump and
told me to get out of there. I was ready to go, anyway.”
She pauses, finally noticing the other arm. “What the heck happened to that one?”
I brush it off, smihng. “Workplace accident. I forgot which one was made of
metal.
Lorrie plays with my prosthetic for a minute before Mikey calls me over. He
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motions to the beers. “Courtesy of Eddie. I told him, where’s my case, you fucker?” I
laugh. Mikey glances over at Lorrie, who’s still out of earshot, and speaks sheepishly.
Hey, Navid. Dick move after the HR meeting, I know. I got shook up. It was shitty of
me to sav that.”

I shake my head. “You were looking out for me. Sorry about... you know, that
was a

mistake. The shove. Still learning how to gauge this thing.”
He laughed and popped me lighdy on the chin. “Yeah, yeah. Shit, I must be

getting old if you can manhandle me, kid.” He lights up. “Oh! Hey,I got some people
coming over tonight. Gonna cook up something nice, have a Httle thing, you know?
There’s tliis guy,Jon, works on the other side of the plant. Shipping or something like
that, you need to meet him.”
“Why’s that?”
Mikey grinned. “You’ll see.”
We get to cooking. Lorrie’s shredding lettuce. I’m cubing some chicken, and then
I see Mikey’s chopping the onions with this wimpy little knife, every slice a paper thin
wafer, every cut somehow slower than the last. I pull one of the onions away from him
and try my own method, with a real knife, my fingers on the tip, pushing the blade back
down every time it leaves the cutting board. In seconds the onion is sHced. Mikey just
shakes his head. “Shortcuts, kid. Always with the shortcuts.”
Within the hour people start filtering in. We leave the door to our unit open, and
every five minutes someone new comes in. I know about half the faces, which is what I
expected. Mikey’s been here way longer than I have. The further past Shaping they work,
the less I recognize them. The whole place is understaffed, so you gotta coordinate with
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the people closest to your division to pick up the slack. A handful of guys from Shipping
show up, and I don’t recognize a single one.
Mikey calls me over, though. “Na\dd, hey. This is the guy I was telling you about.
Jon, this is Navid.”
Jon’s tall and lanky, but well built. He takes one look at my arm and smiles. We
shake hands, and he insists on using the prosthetic. “Navid? That’s right, Mikey told me
he had a friend was getting enhanced. Good to meet you.”
Mikey hands us both beers and leaves us to fimsh the meal. I look Jon over, and
notice a gap where his pants meet his shoes. “Oh,shit.” I say.‘Tou’ve got- ah, you’re
enhanced too?”

Hell yeah, man. Three years and counting. Check it out, look.” He pulls up both
pant legs to reveal long, flexible rods, flattened and folded back in a dark steel chevron,
and cur\^ed elegantly like a pair of musical notes.
“They look good, real good.” I say. Like my arm,Jon’s legs are simply better
designed than the real thing. Where his skin is natural, dark green tattoos streak across it
in curling, recursive shapes. “How did you...”
“Drunk-ass driver, dude.”
I nod. “Yep. Me too, man. Dickhead t-boned me in an intersection.”
“No shit? Hey,” he takes my shoulder in his hand and leans in with his beer
raised.

them, man. They only made us better; you know what I’m saying? They get

to foot the bill for this, making license plates up in the pen, right? Man, we should thank
‘em.”

I hadn’t reaUy thought of it like that.” Now I remember the odd sensation of
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hearing about the man who hit me. Sentenced to 25 years of solitude by a particularly
hardline judge. It was his third offense. The first time he smashed through a store
window. The second he harmlessly flipped off the road and onto an empty lawn. And
then he met me at the trunk of a magnolia tree. I remember the first time I saw his
picture. He was skinny fat. You know, where you can see cheekbones and definition and
a person, but it’s sagging with this puffy,inescapable weight. He had a little dusting of
blonde hair and sad, stupid eyes. He wrote me a letter and I never even looked at it. It
was probably just from his law^^er, anyway.
“Yeah,” I said, tapping my beer against Jon’s. “To those motherfuckers.”
He drinks deeply and keeps talking. “Cause nobody understands what it’s like,
right? I’hey think it’s a replacement. They think we’re on crutches.”
Nope.
All that we can do is keep up. These enhancements, they’re the future. They’re
just better.
“Right? I know it.” It feels good to admit. “This thing?” I shake my right arm
loosely. “It’s a fucking habihty, is what it is.”
“Yup. What you need to do is get you a right arm to match.”
“I wish. Dickhead paid for the left. I could never afford one myself.”
Jon gives me a sympathetic nod, and slaps me on the arm, the real arm, before he
leaves to grab another beer. It aches all night.
The next day the same goddamn pump breaks down again, and I think I’m going
to have to replace the whole brace. Too few workers in tliis place. Mikey was right.
Management told HR to sit on it. This whole plant is one giant lawsuit waiting to happen.
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I slide under the machine and dig my hands into its innards, bmshing the ridges with my
fingers until I feel the problem sticking out, trapped against the frame.
The pump is still hot to the touch. I look over at the others, pushing on around
me in perfect sync, six times a second, and find myself seriously considering the matter.
Six times a second, red-hot from the friction. I mean. I’m not even Ucensed for this sort
of repair. I’m flexing both hands, tr)ing to see which moves faster, trying to see if there’s
a difference, if there’s some kind of feeling that separates left from right, metal from
flesh. I grab the ridge with my right hand, feeling it burn into the flesh of my fingers. I
grit my teeth.
Last night. I’m drunk, passing out on the couch. I’m pulling off my shoes with
my feet, and Mikey, he’s leading Lorrie into his bedroom, and they’re kissing, and she’s
whispering something to him. I’m falling asleep, and I’m almost to that moment of no
return when I hear it. He’s got her face in his hands- his bony, hairy hands, and she’s
kissing them, and he’s kissing her, and then giggling she says: I love your ugly mitts.
Mikey.
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2- Death Poems

A parting mrd?
The melting snow
is odorless.
Bokusui Wakayama

The sand of the coast was littered with hunks of shattered barriers, metal and
concrete, jagged in the foamy wash of smoke, water and blood. Soaked green corpses
were bobbing peacefully in the tide, dead faces motionless and clean. Further out some
floated in the shivering channel, against a backdrop of distant warships. Sean was a
Lance Corporal in the 2"^ Rangers Battalion, a squat All-American with a crew-cut and
freckles on his nose. He flagged down his friend through a wafting plume of mortar
smoke, who prompdy dove through brilliant shards of gunfire to land prone at his side.
The two laid down covering fire as they spoke.
“Seriously, how long is this gonna last?” said Sean.
“Fuck! Sorry,” yelled Tess at a writhing ally he’d accidentally plugged in the back
of the head. “It’s D-Day, my friend. Never raided a beach before? Lasts for goddamn
ever.
Sean was confused. “I mean, what are we even trying to do? We’ve been walking
into bullets for the past hour.”
Tess’ head bobbed in agreement, or from the unending shock of the machine gun.
That’s war, man. he continued while reloading,“Oh,watch this-” He fired and there
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was a distant, half-gurgled nein! “Fuck yeah! Well, the plan was originally to take those
towers on the ridge. But I’m pretty sure all the CO’s died in the first couple minutes, so
right now we’re just kinda..

A marine came sprinting through past their cover in a

J^aging gout of flames. He dropped next to them; dead before he hit the ground and limp
as a ragdoll. “Winging it, you know?”
Sean chewed on the thought and dejectedly tossed a grenade. The smog was so
thick he wasn’t sure who it killed, but someone screamed through a haze of baked blood.
“Where’d Ragnar and Steve Chan go?”
Tess bobbed his head towards the trench before the ridge. “Rag’s in the hole. He
said he wanted to knife some Krauts. I haven’t seen Chan since we landed, though.
Probably dead.
‘That sucks.
“Totally sucks.”
Suddenly a figure climbed out of the trench in a mad dash for their cover. Sniper
bullets pelted the ground near his feet, but he rolled behind the barrier just in time. It
was Ragnar, face spattered with blood. Sticking out from his helmet’s netting were two
yellowed goat horns. He was laughing maniacally and holding up a thick web of silvery
necklaces. Tess gaped and held the jangling dog-tags in a kind of mute veneration.
Ragnar spoke. “Couple more kills and I’m getting a promotion, boys!”
“Nice!”
“Very nice.” A machine gunner fired a few listless rounds off at their position,
then went back to shredding the channel in the vague hope of hitting a swimmer.“So
who’s got ideas?” finished Tess.
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Sean responded. “Right, so here’s what Fm thinking. How long have we been in
this shithole, right? It’s do or die time. See that pillbox up there? To the left of the tank?”
Tess squinted through whirling clouds of burnt man and broken machine. “Yeah,
it’s kinda receded into the wall, right?”
“Exacdy. Nobody’s laid down covering fire from that one for a few minutes now.”
A mortar shell landed to their side. They braced themselves and wordlessly charged the
trenches, before the second bomb could incinerate them. The machine gunner took no
notice, desperately trying to pick off a wounded medic whose toe he could see from
behind sandbags and barbed wire at the far end of the beach. It would take him four
minutes and nearly two thousand rounds before he’d realize the medic was dead to begin
with.
Past the trenches they fell prone and shimmied up the side of the ridge with their
bellies dragging in the dust. The sound of war was muted this far above the batdefield,
and as they topped the ridge and looked out over the Norman countryside ahead of
them,it could’ve been mistaken for peacetime. Tess put a finger over his Hps, and the
three of them crept into the pillbox. Inside there was a man hunched over a radio,
barking orders for reinforcements, his uniform the black and red of the SS, a
commandant’s cap on his head. Sean and Tess nodded to Ragnar, who brought his rifle
up to his eye, until the commandant looked up, and a flash of recognition shot across his
face. “Guys...?” he said.
Ragnar lowered his gun. Tess stood up and walked a few steps closer, shaking his
head in disdain. “Steve Chan, you traitorous son of a chink.” Steve Chan pulled out a
Luger and held up his other hand defensively. “Guys, no,look... It’s a balance thing.
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>9

They moved me to the Wehrmacht. I didn’t mean to...

99

Didn’t mean to call in support to murder your friends, Chan? Your best friends?
99

“Well, I mean... you aren’t really my best...
CC

99

Completely immaterial!
Sean interrupted. “Look,guys, hold on. I’ve been meaning to say something, but
I wanted ever^^one to be here for it.” The three others turned their heads. “I... I think
99

I’m gonna ask Britney to marr}^ me.
It took a moment to register, but then the room exploded in congratulations and
good wishes. Steve Chan and Tess stopped fighting and walked over to pat Sean on the
back, Ragnar behind them both.
C<

99

You know, I’ve been telling you to marry that girl. Didn’t I say that? Didn’t I?
CC

99

How are you gonna do itCC

I mean, just promise you’re not going to do one of those hokey fuckin’ public
99

proposals, withCC

99

I bate those.

CC

99

Yeah, right? With the cameras and shit? It’s so tacky.
CC

99

Take her to a restaurant-

99

Yeah, I think we’re going to get sushi this Friday, andGunfire peppered the pillbox and starded the four off their feet. A squad had
made it at Steve Chan’s command, half of them too baffled by the discussion to shoot.
Sean was the first to return fire, catching one of them in the throat and dropping him
immediately. Steve Chan backed up to the wall, pistol in hand,Tess in the center of the
room, covering their position. Ragnar tossed a grenade just out the window and
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obliterated the rest of the squad, as a bullet from Steve Chan's pistol entered his jaw,
dropping him where he stood.
Sean struggled to reload, horrified, and Tess screamed as he charged Steve Chan
with his trench knife. The former fired off two rounds that caught Tess in the chest,
before dropping his gun at the wet splish of a knife in his side. Tess ripped out the long
blade and jammed it through Steve Chan's throat, yelling all the while.‘‘Who does that?!
Seriously, who-” the knife came out, and back in through the mouth,“the fuck-” the eye,
''does that?r this time Tess wound up and pinned Steve Chan to the wall with a stab
through the forehead. The curly blonde of his hair was muddied with blood, and the rest
of him looked hke the picture of a ghoul. Sean finished reloading and backed up a littie.
“Was that... I mean, really necessary?”
Tess turned and wagged the blood-spattered knife at his ally. “It’s the principle of
the thing, dude. You don’t ambush your friends while talking about... you know,
matrimony. That’s just common-ass decency.” They stepped over the corpses of friend
and foe alike as they left to survey the batdefield. There were no more Allied soldiers on
the beach.
Sean grimaced. “Sometimes I feel like we’re just doing the same shit over and
over again, you know?”
At once, Tess pulled the two of them into cover behind the gutted husk of the
detonated tank. A sniper bullet dinged off Sean’s helmet and his vision went blurry. His
friend was above him, laughing. “Sean, we’re gonna be doing the same shit over and over
again for the rest of our lives!” an airstrike imploded the beach in a gory swell of flames
and left both sides deafened, Tess yelling just so Sean could hear,“And this is the most
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interesting shit IVe found so far!”
Sean could feel his vision focusing, the ring in his ears fade. “So that’s it?”
Tess shrugged. “That’s it.”
Suddenly there was Wagner booming into the roiling sea breeze. The Wehrmacht
had won. TessTaKillz pulled off his helmet and chunked it into the English Channel.
“Dude, Allies suck dick on this map. I hate this game.Just... just go Nazi next round,
okay?”
Sean was trying to decide when figures swept out of the fog of war, gray-clad
soldiers wielding trench shovels. They beat him to death with two swift blows, and then
they teabagged his corpse.

Furniture was piled geometrically in front of every entrance to the house. Sean
was wedging a chair in between the backdoor’s knob and the paneled wood of the floor.
Ragnar toppled the fridge so it covered the floor length kitchen windows, and nearby m
the dining room Steve Chan was double-nailing all the boards. Here Tess was a stonejawed cowboy, and he patrolled the first floor with a shotgun in hand,spurs janghng with
every step.
“Pick it up, guys! Ten minutes! Chan, Christ. You don’t fortify until the whole
perimeter is secure, dumbass.”
Steve Chan was a lithe German pop star, shirdess in an open fur-lined leather
jacket. The cutve of his golden hair fell effordessly down to his perfect blue eyes. He
threw a box of nails at Tess’ head. “It’s Steve, And they always break in these windows
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first.” Tess ducked into the front hallway and clapped a gloved hand on Sean’s back.
“Get the closet too. Or they bust though the wall.” He paused,“Dude, did you pop the
question yet?”
Sean shook his head, the mesh of his green mohawk swishing in the air. He was a
mangy punk-rocker with a Fl)dng V on his back. “Nah. It has to be just right, you know?
I was gonna do it over dinner, but then I thought, we’re in a cheapo sushi place, the
service is crappy tonight and I really don’t want the memory of me proposing to share
brain space with the waiter who spilled our sake.”
Tess thumbed his Stetson as he nodded sofdy. “Servers, dude. They’re called
servers. But I feel you. You gotta time it perfecdy.”
Together they walked into the living room,and picked up the remaining
furniture- ottomans, rocking chairs, end tables, and crammed them all up against the
solid mahogany double doors that led to the rural night outside. Right on cue, the distant,
throtded roar of the undead echoed through the air. The three moved faster on instinct.
Tess flipped the couch to get it closer to the door.
Ragnar entered from the kitchen. He was the tallest in the group, six foot four,
bearded and menacing in his one-percenter jacket and homed Viking helmet. He
appraised the situation and then fro2e in place for a time. A text bubble popped into
place over his head.
im gonna put the gasoline out back so it doesnt bum the whole house down again lol
Sean shrugged. “It was a contingency plan.”
Tess cut in. “For the love of God,Rag. Fix your microphone or get a new one.”
shits expensive man
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‘‘Whatever.” Ragnar left out the back door, and Tess turned back to Sean.“Now
Sean, I hope you appreciate the journey you’re about to embark on with this woman.
You’re bringing her into your life. And that means you’re bringing her into

lives. Is

she ready for that kind of commitment?”
Sean groaned. “Really, Tess. Is anyone?”
“A ver)^ pertinent question, Sean. I hope you ask her that before you ask her to
marry you.
You betcha.” Sean pushed the couch into place and the door was barely visible
anymore.
Tess shook his head. “Hey, Ragnar? How are we doing on time?”
No response. There was something too silent about the pause that followed, like
the ambient noise had dribbled out of the world. Without the pounding of hammers and
the sharp scrape of furniture against floorboard the abandoned house felt eerily static.
And then a text bubble wrapped around the entrance to the kitchen.
their here
A body smashed through the dining room windows,grey and hulking under
drapes of rotted flesh. It crushed the table into splinters with a deformed fist, and behind
it stringy Hmbs with mottled skin slithered and grasped into the open window.
Steve Chan shrieked Like a girl. “/fucking toldyour
They scattered, tripping over their own defenses as they scrambled towards the
staircase, sound unbearably split between the bloody gnashing of the risen dead and the
terrified screaming of Steve Chan and Tess. Sean reached the stairs first, climbing up the
thick carpet on hand and foot. He ducked under the hole in the wall on the second floor
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and skittered across the tile of the safe room.
Sean dug around in the trash can and pulled out a broadsword wrapped in
chicken wire. He stood by the hole, trying to catch his breath as he held the weapon high
above his head. A figure slipped through the entrance covered in gore- Tess. He stood
up, shotgun in hand, and fell back against the far wall of the safe room.
“Sean? Your personal life is affecting the whole team negatively. Adjudicate your
shit, dude.” He finished with a solemn nod before tilting the Stetson, pouring out the
chunky blood pooling in the crown. “Also, I had to leave Chan behind.”
An agonized voice came from downstairs. “You tripped me, you dick!”
Tess sighed. “Executive decision.”
Sean sat down on the toilet and leaned on his broadsword. “The heU do we do
now? The bare skin of his head was glistening with sweat and his mohawk had been
bent out of proportion.
“I’m thinking. I’m thinking... Uh,okay.” He elbowed the privacy window near
the shower. “After you.” Together they squeezed their way outside and tumbled down to
the unkempt yard, leaving behind the sickening sound of Steve Chan being devoured.
They crept through the underbmsh breathlessly, mashed against the building’s
exposed foundation. The noise of the rampage inside was metered by the constant
jangling of Tess’ spurs. Sean whispered over his shoulder. “Should we go for the four
wheelers?”
Hell no-” yelled Tess,“and why you whispering? They can’t hear, Sean. They’re
bots.
Oh.” Sean hmphed.“Would it kill you to roleplay a litde?'
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1 ess waved it off. “We are not settling for an escape. We're gonna regroup and
rain on these motherfuckers. Where’s the flamethrower?’
In the shed?” Sean offered.
As they came to the edge of the shrubs, Tess peered out to check for patrolling
corpses. All around them was the croaking and thrumming of the Louisiana marshes. It
was pitch black beneath the thick canopy save for a string oflanterns flickering brightly.
They hung on a long wire from the house’s second floor to the roof of the tall, palewooded shed. Sean broke the silence with a question. “Where are they?”
The undead answered for him. There was a sudden rush of thumping footfalls
from the house next to them. Long, dragging groans and screeches followed the zombies
up the stairs and into all the hidden rooms of the house. Sean could hear the occasional
clank and then sharp, disgusting splatters, the noise of their traps firing, uselessly killing
one of the horde. Spurred by the noises, the two of them dashed across the dark lawn
and dove into the shed. Tess pulled the door shut behind them, while Sean fumbled for
the light switch.
Illuminated, they found themselves in a cramped birchen shed. Fat spiders lurked
in the high corners of the place, and the air was thick with their threaded nests. An
inexplicable flamethrower was mounted on the far wall, and next to it a cross-bearing
medkit was bolted in place.
Tess rubbed his temples. “Okay, okay. I’ve got it. I’m gonna take some gas tanks
to the pool out back, leave ‘em in the bottom, and hide on the other side. Block off the
door to the house, wait for my signal, and then start shooting the car. The alarm’ll bring
‘em out to us. Lead them through the pool, Sean, I swear to god, through the pool or we're
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scmvedy and I’ll light it up behind you.”
Sean snorted. “So / have to lead them through the exploding gas trap, and you
get to rack up two hundred kills with the press of a button. How do you manage to come
up with such great plans ever}^ single time, Tess?”
Tess shrugged. “Some men are bom great, my friend.” He pushed his shotgun
into Sean’s hands and smiled. “Others have greatness thrust upon them.”
“The guy who said that was an idiot.”
“Shakesp-”
“No,I mean Malvolio. He thinks he’s about to marry a Countess, but it’s a prank.
When he says that like three people are hiding in a bush nearby and laughing at his-”
Somehow Sean’s thumb snuck past the trigger guard, and the shotgun discharged right
into Tess’ cowboy sternum, “-misfortune.”
Tess collapsed against the shed’s wall and grabbed at the jellied slush that used to
be his chest. It caved away in sticky clumps of shredded meat, slipping through his
fingers like wet sand. “Aw,Sean. Sean, what in thefucking... just look at me, bro.” Tess
held his arms out helplessly. “I... hate... this game.”
“Oh god, sorry! Shit, I’m so sorry!” Sean ripped the medkit off the wall and
immediately it sailed out of his hands. “Lemme just...” He dropped to his knees to
retrieve it, and then mbbed the kit against the injured wrangler’s chest. A bit of lung
dislodged and rolled down the embossed letters that read ‘IN CASE OF
EMERGENCY’. Sean frowned and stuck the medkit deeper into Tess’ chest, displacing
a bundle of perforated, whitish sacs. “Uh,Tess? Tess, it’s not working.” Sean looked up.
Blood was dripping out of Tess’ empty eyes, and there was a thick pink froth gathering
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at

the corners of his mouth.
Sean sighed. “Welp.
Medkit still jammed into its innards, Tess’ corpse lurched forward and chomped
down on Sean’s cheek, who screamed and started firing wildly. The bullets ripped the
walls to pieces, and the shed collapsed in on itself, Sean and Tess stiU flailing on the
ground. One of the blasts severed Tess’ spine, and tore its lower half completely off. The
legs jerked and twitched in death, still kicking aimlessly as reanimation wracked their
muscles. Tess’ zombie was idly chewing through Sean’s neck when it finally expired.
From a nearby pond, Ragnar poked his head above the surface

..guys? My mic

is working now.” All was quiet on the bayou, save for the quarreling buzz of the insects
mating in the glow of the moon,the sweetly familiar chorus of the bullfrogs, and the
incessant, agonized groans of the risen dead, slack-jawed, empty-stomached and fleshthirsty, etcetera, etcetera, and so on from there.

Biwas dithered drowsily as the host marched on; soldiers all step in step with one
another, their armor glistening in the sunrise. There was an energetic vigor about the
footmen this morning, and a plume of greasy smoke rising in the near distance behind
them. They’d crossed a humble trading village, and been given leave to rape and pillage
to their hearts’ content. The meandering of the lutes was accompanied by fading moans
of lamentation and death. Tess’ mon hung over the vanguard, the standard strangely
purple against the snow-capped forests of“-wherever the fuck we are, man. It’s rural Japan. Does it matter, particularly.
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which suburb of Hokkaido or Okinawa or... you know, wherever we happen to be
raining down upon?” Tess’ helmet was too wide for his skull. The molded cap engulfed
his forehead and nearly covered his eyes, which poked out from under the purpled rim
of the plate. He looked like an angry crab, and played the part, gesticulating with his
battle fan at the silent trees.
“Still, I mean, don’t you have any desire to, like... learn the culture?” Ragnar’s
kabuto had the flamboyant antlers of a stag beetle, gilded and stabbing upwards like twin
antennae.
Tess waved the question off “More importantly, how is the engagement going?”
Sean shuffled uncomfortably in his saddle. “I’m getting there, man. I don’t think
I’m gonna do it, I dunno,somewhere fancy. Like, maybe if I took her to that trail we like
to walk. Maybe there’s a good spot there.”
“You walk a trail?” asked Ragnar.
“We,uh, had been planning to.”
“Guys,look!” Steve Chan poked a leather-gloved finger out towards the road that
descended into the countryside ahead of them. A violet-clad outrider had appeared. His
horse was skittering across the country path with an awkward gait, and within seconds it
simply gave out from under him, screeching as it collapsed. There were red-feathered
arrows in its rump, and as the outrider struggled to his feet, it became clear that some of
them had penetrated him as well. “My lords!” he screamed,“My lords! The Takeda are
upon us! Their host comes from the south in most furious number! We must ready our
line or sound the retreat!”
Okay, here’s my question-” started Sean, glad for the interruption,“Why do they
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give these guys the whole ‘sankyuu* accent? I mean,ostensibly we’re speaking the
language here. We’re warlords, right? They don’t need to sound like Charlie Chan.”
It s all about the immersion, Sean.” Tess twirled his whiskers. “This is how you
truly appreciate the time in which these events happened. It’s why I have this periodaccurate moustache.”
“That’s John Stossel’s moustache.”
“It most certainly is n^ou specifically called it John Stossel’s moustache when you picked it, for Christ’s
sakeAll the while the outrider was left alone, prostrate before them, his whole body
heaving with the weight of gruesome wounds. His lamellar armor did nothing to stop the
fluted arrows of the Takeda archers, whose faces were obscured in devil’s masks, jetblack like the mon on their batde standard. Tess turned back and waved the man off with
his fan. “We’re going to fight. Inform the men.” The outrider promptly slumped over,
dead. “Or just bitch out on us. That’s cool too.”
In moments the army was stampeding to the plain ahead. Takeda’s forces would
be surging forward to cut off their route, no doubt. But the outrider had been swift, and
they swept through the narrow forest as the enemy host was beginning to ascend the
long hill in between them. Ragnar whooped as the cavalry took first position on the ridge.
“They’re screwed! We’ve got the high ground!
The red army balked at the sight of their invading opponents. Its forward cavalry
curled in on themselves and retreated out of range, joining the standing host on the far
side of the field. The red-black banners of Takeda rusded with the gusts of air coming
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over the easterly mountains. The armies stood their ground.
Sean called out to Tess from his place among the spear cavalry, flanked by his
personal bodyguard, each of them affixed with his own crest. “Hey,Tess, what exactly
does the cold do?”
‘Hold on, Tm fixin’ the command groups. You taking all the cavalry this time?‘
‘Unless you wanna ride with me.”
‘No way, dude. The brain needs to stay in the cranium. Art of War 101, my

friend.
Sean chuckled. He adjusted his helmet by the thin crescent-moon on attached to
the crown, and spurred his horse down the back of the line. “So, the cold?”
Tess nodded. “Yeah,it just makes the troops get tired quicker and stay tired
longer. So don’t get trapped out there. I’m not gonna save you this time. I will straight up
let you die, bro.”
“Yeah, yeah. Sure you don’t want to come?”
Tess shook his head. The lieutenants beneath them began to scream marching
orders to their troops, who came to life, spears falling from shoulders and swords
scraping from their sheaths. Sean followed the cavalry down the hill and called back to
Tess as he went. “It’s cool! I don’t need you anyway!”
The response was lost in the pandemonium of a thousand charging horsemen.
The field was still fresh and scattered with the suggestion of growth, kept in check by the
snowfalls of winter, just beginning to fade as Spring broke.
Sean led the detachment of horses down the steep hill and to the right of the
opposing army. Arrows whistied through the air and landed towards the edges of the
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group, most bouncing harmlessly to the ground. One volley was all they could manage,
before Ragnar’s infantr)^ demanded their attention, wild-eyed samurai screaming and
charging with their swords lifted over their heads. Steve Chan’s spearmen were scattered
through the ranks and edges, watching the regiments beneath them for a cavalry charge.
The two armies met and a cacophony of metal on metal began. The screams
started in earnest, one great wallow of torment as the front lines were mashed into paste
by their own allies, some bodies being pushed to the surface and discarded backwards
like strays flares from fireworks. Then came the intermittent squeals of death, a spear jab
here, a lost arrow there.
Sean turned his horsemen at the soft flank of the archers, undefended by a gap m
the spear walls. The infantr}^ charged to close the hole, but the stampede of cavalry
tossed them aside. Shouts of surprise filled the air as the horsemen cut through the line,
some split in two by the edges of long cleaves and spears, other merely trampled into
broken ragdoUs by the warhorses.
Coming out the other side, Sean puUed his men around for another turn. This
time they rampaged into the back of marching infantry, running them down before their
swords were even drawn. The Takeda army was collapsing in on itself already, two of
their units routed and scrambling away from the field, the front line already withenng
under the force of Ragnar’s charge. Sean could make out Tess from this distance,
directing the archers to pick off the juiciest targets one by one. Steve Chan’s spearmen
had formed up again, jabbing into the enemy’s flank, for lack of cavalry to fight.
And that’s when Sean felt his stomach drop. Where the hell were the cavalry? He
left his horsemen to wreak havoc on the enemy’s rear, taking only a few guards through

37

the field to Tess’ side. Ragnar and Steve Chan were already there, all of them discontent.
cc

79

So yeah,” asked Sean. “I’m not the only one seeing this, right?
The rest nodded.
And then through the forests came a furious mass of horsemen, spears extended
and gleaming in the rising sun. There were too many to count, first a clustered mass in
red, but then smaller pockets of blue and green and yellow. Soon the far reaches of the
field were filled in with reinforcements of every color. Except for purple.
Nobody spoke. Tess pulled off his oversized helmet and kicked it down the hill.
Their army began to falter at the very sight of the enemy’s reinforcements, and at the
first clash of horsemen, the front line broke.
c<

I uh, I knew people didn’t like us, but... shit, man.” said Sean.
cc

I think that’s... no, hold on. Yeah. Yeah,literally every other clan is here.Japan
is united against us.” said Ragnar, matter-of-factiy.
c<

Well, what about the Amako?” asked Steve Chan.
<<
77
We killed ‘em all.
<C
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Like, wait, all of them?
77

Even the kids, dude.
CC

Huh,” mused Steve Chan. “Is that... is that genocide?”
Sean wiped the sweat off his forehead. “Alright then, this game’s wasted. Time
77

for ritual suicide.
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“Well,” considered Ragnar,“that’s the traditional thing to do, I guess.
cc

No,” said Tess. He was staring placidly at the field as the last few pockets of
allied resistance crumbled and broke.
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=What?^
“I said no. Not this time.” Tess pulled a thick spear out of the hands of a retainer
and charged down the hill, screaming.
Sean looked helplessly at Ragnar and Steve Chan, and then he followed. “Tess!
Come on, what are you doing?”
Tess swatted his way through the soldiers, spear carving through their armor.
They all died dramatically, clutching at the weapon that had already left their bodies,
moaning in horror, collapsing. “Not another one!” screamed Tess. “Not fucking again!”
The two were swallowed up by the enemy host now,AI awkwardly unprepared
for the incursion of two generals. The soldiers formed a traveling circle around the two,
weapons up in guarded deference.
Sean grabbed Tess’ shoulder. “Tess! It’s just a game, dude. Relax.”
Tess pushed him off, and turned to face him. The Takeda army was amassed
around them spectacularly, their allies sliding in beside them. Tess and Sean were
encircled in an armed rainbow. Tess spoke. “Nothing ever changes, man!” He took a
quick swipe at a nearby swordsman, whose blood shot out like from a spigot, spattering
his comrades. In a moment,an identical warrior took his place. “How did we get trapped
in this, huh? What happened?”
Sean patted him on the back. “It’s not that bad. This is just a transitional period,
or something.” An officer took a halfhearted swipe at Sean’s back, who moved a few
inches. The samurai fell on his own sword and screamed out in tragic agony.
Tess grabbed him. “Sean, where’s Britney?”
“What? In the living room, I guess. Watching TV.”
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“Go ask her to marr}^ you.”
All the soldiers backed up a few feet. “What? No! What the hell?”
“Sean, if you don’t go ask that girl to marry you, I am going to call her right now
and ask her for you.”
Tess, you crazy fucking asshole!”
I’m calling right now! Nine oh four, three-'
'Fine, okay, fine!Jesus christ!”
Sean rubbed his eyes as he came back to reality. Stumbling through the
disorientation, he felt around in the container beneath his bed. Lube. Old condoms.
Three batteries. Black box. Sean pulled out the litde box and popped it open. Wedding
nng.
Britney was lounging on the couch in the living room with her laptop balanced
on her legs. Sean came stalking up behind her with the ring in his pocket. Suddenly, her
phone rang. Sean grabbed it and tossed it across the room. She was still protesting when
he dragged her out onto the deck.
He dropped to one knee. She cocked her head to the side.
“Britney... will you marry me?”
She giggled. And then she gasped. “Seriously?'
“Yeah,” said Sean, “seriously.”
She shrieked, and ran back towards her laptop in the living room, then turned on
her heel mid-stride. “Oh,god. Yes! I meant yes!” She collided with Sean in a kiss that
mashed their noses, a painful kiss, with four eager Hps too excited to meet perfectly.
They were stuck there, fingers touching skin, foreheads together, pale skin already burnt
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under the midday sun.
Ragnar and Steve Chan had joined Tess in defending their litde circle of land.
The enemy army got the picture and now their screaming soldiers charged headlong over
the corpse-mounds of their brothers. Returning to life, Sean told them over the noise of
carnage what had happened. They suicided triumphandy, clapping and hugging while the
spears and swords of their enemies cut them to fleshy ribbons.
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3- Untranslatables

And there he was. “Grigory! Grigory Perelman!” The reporter called out, hand
loosely wa\ring. She could only see a fraction of him, but it was those errant tufts of hair
that could only belong to a genius or a dead bum. Like a startled deer, he darted through
the underbrush. Tlie reporter hadn’t quite expected this. And so she chased after him.
/ had approached Perelman because ofhis table tennisgame. You see, Perelman pieces against a
wall in the basement ofhis mother's St. Petersburg home. Being a wall, it is an excellent coach, and he
has plenty oftime to practice now that he's unemployed. Tip-tap, tip-tap. Morning noon and night.
Perelmanjustgets better and better. He hasn't beaten the wallyet, but they've plcyed some close games.
The air was crisp and painfully cold. The reporter could feel her eyes watering
and lamented ever}^ mud-splattered step she took in these, her nicest jeans. She’d wanted
to impress Perelman, and now she was hunting him.
Actually, Ijust wanted to know where he'd learned to play violin. Perelman is even better with
afiddle than he is with a paddle. He can play Bartok, he can play Vivaldi. Sometimes his sister Vena
listensfrom the staircase. He sometimesplays all day, sometimes all night. He can't stop himself,you see.
It's part ofa criticalflaw in his programming. When he hears a particularly smooth note oot(e through
the strings he ’j caught, addicted, craving that nextperfect stroke. Hegoes on and on until one ofthem
comes out flat, then grumbles and puts away his instrument. His notes are rarelyflat.
“Dr. Perelman!” she called, as if that were better. She heard him grunt as he
tripped over a fallen log, but by the time she’d leapt over it herself he was already farther
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away. Out of the forest they ran,into a field where a few last scattered islands of fallen
snow were melting under the constant sun. Grigory was holding his side and raggedly
gasping. The reporter had run track in high school, and for that she was thankful.
Or it could all have something to do with the Poincare' Conjecture.
Out of the field and into a sharp downward slope, and Grigory finally lost his
footing. With a shout he tumbled forward and rolled helplessly through a sparse patch of
birch trees. The reporter shrieked as he went, petrified at the thought of having just run
the world’s greatest mathematician to his death.
If you put a rubber band on a ping-pong ball and thenyou shrink the band, slowly, slowly it
willjit around less and less ofthe surface,first a half, then a quarter, an eighth, soon almost nothing at
all,just a minute circle between Grigory and the wall, hut it will never cut through the suface ofthe
sphet'e. Of course, ifyou try it with something with holes in it, say, a violin, somewhere the band isgoing
to leave the object’s surface. A.s long as it isn’t apefect sphere.
He’d landed on his ass, stunned but still living, and the contents of his satchel
went spilling out down the rest of the slope in an avalanche of brown and ochre blobs.
yind what about a sphere in the untamed world ofhigher dimensions? What about a 3-sphere,
the impossibly recursive glome? Or a 3-violin, the most chthonic instrument ofall, with itsglosy spruce
twisted into Non-Euclidean space, its vibrating strings madefor alien sheet music? Simply put, nothing
changed, and that was Henri Poincare’s idea. Somewhere in between practicing his backhand and
mastering concertos, Perelman agreed.
The reporter let her legs out from under her and slid on a bed of leaves and mud
to Grigory’s side. He was still in a state of shock, but he turned as she put a bracing arm
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around his shoulders, gazing at his impish attacker, mouth wide open.
// ivas his first mistake.

I’he reporter was a sudden shock of woman,a hurried expatriate from Moscow
with severe hnes etched into her cheeks, hair like it’d been hacked down to neck length
by machiner)^ and for these reasons she was immodesdy beautiful. When she was a girl,
she’d traveled from Russia to America and back again; and then back to America after
that. All the damn motion had permanently rewired her brain, splitting it principally
between a Russian hemisphere and an English one. This left her cortex littered with
loan-words and cognates and those enragingly untranslatable something-or-the-others,
hke noLUAocTb, which means something or the other, and she couldn’t quite tell you
what. The only rational response she could find was to chase the impregnable words
wherever they led her, and that turned out to be journalism. For a while, a decade,
America was where she’d stayed. It was in transit home that she’d decided to find
Perelman.
After all, their similarities were uncanny. They’d been parented by great So'vtiet
heroes, both intellectuals and engineers, the innovators of their time- and, as they were
more commonly referred to,Jews. They’d grown up in the peaceful rims of great Soviet
cities, in the blazing future that had followed the Great Patriotic War, with its great strife,
its great discovery, and its great horror.
It had been only three hours since she’d returned to the motherland. Her
apartment was barren, rolling suitcases lined against the common room wall in a sullen

44

queue. She’d purchased a ticket for the first train to St. Petersburg on landing, and
desperately sprinting from her new home in her old homeland, made it to the station in
time for the second.
Now her head was swimming in numbers and theorems and the choleric
ramblings of obscure Russian academics. She’d been bounced from university to
university like a ping-pong baU, each less interested in her search for Perelman than the
last.
Idiot savant!” one professor bellowed, slamming his desk with all the force his
rheumy hands had left. His face was sallow, puffy, continually puckered. She’d done her
best to avoid staring at the brown spots encroaching on his forehead.“An
embarrassment to real professionals ever)nvherel A man who does a disservice to the
noble field of topology^!” While he’d had the most information for her so far, it was
steeped in toxic, bitter venom. Hamilton had done the work for him, he’d said. The
Fields Medal was handed out by a cabal of frauds and hucksters.
She’d seen the award ceremony. A twiggy man in a sepia suit had exclaimed
Perelman’s name in a shower of flashing lights. And then there’d been a graveyard
silence, and the man at the podium looked so crestfallen, for there was no Grigory.
“Why did he decline the awards? What could make him refuse a million dollars?’
she interrupted.
The professor looked up from his rant like she’d fired a pistol at him. His lips
were parted apprehensively, and he answered simply: Mathematical ethics.
And what are those?'
Nobody knows!
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She thanked him for his time. But by the way, he’d added, he was on the verge of
a spectacular discovery himself, through an entirely different appUcation of the Ricci flow,
if she’d Uke to talk about it over lunch. No,she said politely, she would not.
She’d audited classes on the subject, sitting in the back of cavernous, aging lecture
halls and

squindng at the piecemeal arrays of Cyrillic letters and Arabic numerals. Her

birthnght as a child of researchers was an education in the applied sciences and their
pillars. Mathematics had always thrilled her, until she’d left for America and been pressed
into service of the workings of language. Now she was catching fragments from her old
life, or her older old life, but it was like trying to remember an early birthday- with much
more left of sight and sensation than oflogic and process. After the class, a few graduate
Students stayed behind to help her.
Topology is the study of how things are... are like other things.
No,it s more like an examination of shape and matter.
You’re both right. Topology...
...was dazzlingly philosophical, clearly. The chorus continued in a not-toounpleasant sort of bickering, until finaUy they setded on a definition of Topology as ‘the
mathematics of how the more things change, the more they stay the same.’ She was
impressed. Mathematics had never seemed so nostalgic before.
To illustrate, one of the students slipped out of the lecture hall and returned with
a mug and a pastry. “You know what they say about topologists, right? They can’t tell
their coffee from their donuts. Here, look, He pulled a loose string from his shirt and
wrapped it around a pencil, then dragged it off the tip.
See how there s no part of the pencil the loop gets stuck on? No matter what
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the circle surrounds,it can sUp right off. That means the pencil is homeomorphic to a
circle. They have the same topological properties.”
The reporter didn’t say anything yet, but she turned her attention towards the
donut.

Now this, he said with a smile, and wrapped the string around the donut like a
leash. “How can you pull the loop off?”
She shrugged. “You can’t.”
Exactly! And, he unwrapped the string and tried it with the coffee mug’s
handle. “It’s the

same here. With a single hole, the donut and the mug also have the same

topological properties!”
She picked the mug up by the loop of string. It hung uselessly in the air. “And
this... helps us accomplish what?”
The grad students were silent. “We’re... that comes later.” There was a collective
nod.

The reporter thanked them for their time, then asked, “Is this your coffee mug?”
“Ah, no. I stole it from the professors’ lounge.”
As she left the university, one of the grad students came out after her. He was tall
and handsome, with pale skin and rimless spectacles. “Ah,sorry. Miss!” he called out.
She turned to face him, craning her head just slightly to see his face.
‘What exactly are you doing in a topology lab? Were you thinking of going back
to school? I mean,it’s fine, it’s not unheard of at, uh.”
At her age, he meant. She quickly told him otherwise, but the question was on
her mind. Forty was rapidly approaching. The end of youth, or so she’d been told. But
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she didn’t feel so old yet. It was a girl she saw in the mirror every morning, not a woman.
And she was alright with that. Her desire to see that change, to see a woman distincdy,
had been fading for well over a decade now.“No,it’s nothing like that. I’m writing a
story, that’s all.”
That encouraged him. “Right, so you must be a reporter. I noticed the folder, and
I figured... \ou know,if it’s about mathematics, I could help you. I mean, not to say
tliat I know all that much, I know a litde, but it can all be a litde overwhelming
sonierimes. A bit ridiculous, I think. If you need any help parsing any ofit, I mean.”
She stifled a giggle. “I’m looking for Grigoiy Perelman. He’s the story.”
Oh, oh!” began the grad student excitedly. ‘A^ou need to speak "wadi Dr.
Rukshin, of course!”
“Rukshin? Who is he?”
“He was Grigory’s mentor. He runs a tutoring service, and so he’s known
●

Grigory since-”

is he?''
1 he force of the litde woman staggered the grad student. “I, uhm, he’s here. Dr.
Rukshin has an office on the second floor, wait!”
She was already sprinting down die haUway towards the staircase. Thank you!
'riiank you thank you, young man! The tall student called after her again. Wait! Would
you like aj meet afterwards for coffee, or...!
No,she thought with a grin, she would not.
Upstairs she paged down a long list of adjuncts and professors before coming to
the right name: Cepren PyKinnn, room 22.5. As she approached the office, she found the
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door shut tightly. She pressed her face against the glass and peered into the darkened
office. Nothing. No movement, no Rukshin, and certainly no Grigory. There was a flier
taped to the door, for Rukshin’s tutoring services, divided by age groups and proficiency
levels into dates and times. She called the nufnber on the sheet and listened to the phone
ring with bated breath.
“Hello,” said Rukshin.
“Hello! Dr. Rukshin, Fm-”
“-and thank you for calling Sergei Rukshin’s tutoring services. We are currently
unavailable to take your call, but if you leave your name and number after the tone, we
will most certainly find a place for you or your children in one of our highly
recommended sessions. Thank you!” She left a nervously polite message.
The reporter slumped against the wall and wondered how long she’d been awake.

The hall lights were Soviet-made,long and harshly luminescent. Down the long corridor,
one flickered intermittentiy. She would wait for Rukshin for a half hour or so, review
some of the notes from the class, perhaps. Write a few questions for an interview with
the professor, perhaps. Close her eyes just for a moment,gather herself, rest a while, and
from there she slid into oblivion, all of her plans melting into comfortable thoughts of
donuts and coffee, morphing endlessly into one another against a geometric sky until
they were utterly indiscernible.
She was being prodded with a foot, this was plainly felt. Her eyes fluttered open
and standing above her was an ancient man in a coppola and a scarf He cleared his
throat. Nliss, I believe you’re sleeping in front of my office.” She snapped to attention.
picking herself off the ground and fighting a dizzying vertigo, before apologizing
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profusely to- Dr. Rukshin she presumed, correctly.
I m Masha, she began,“Masha Gessen. Tm writing for the, well, right now Tm
freelance, but I have some

questions about... Fm sorry, I was a little bit more prepared

before.
“Before you passed out on the linoleum?”
“In a manner of speaking.”
He smiled. “I rarely find my services so highly sought after. Please, come m.
He opened the door to his office to reveal an archive of mathematics, with books
crammed tenuously into too-small shelves, from every time and place, in every field of
mathematics, from Appel to Zhang Heng. Masha scanned it quickly, searching for
something or someone famiHar. None of the Russian realists that had been so
prominently displayed elsewhere found space in Rukshin’s office. His shelves were for
the mathematics alone.
Now, Miss Gessen,” he concluded, the hint of effort in his voice as he fell back
in his chair, “what is it I can help you with?”
She found no way to approach it Hghdy, so she spoke direcdy. “I am very
interested in meeting Grigory Perelman.”
He twitched, but his features hardly changed. “You are one of many. then. The
first to stage a sit-in for the privilege, but one of many just the same. For what purpose
are

you looking to meet Grigory?”
I ve thought a lot about him, and I simply don’t understand the man. I don’t

know if anyone does. And I believe, given his important role in the... noble field of
topology, and mathematics in general, I think he’s a man who should be better
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understood. A bit meandering, but as good as she could’ve hoped for off the cuff. She
watched Rukshin as he sized her up.
He was a rehc from an older time, face broad and pockmarked with scruffy white
sideburns and a moustache that crept around the comers of his Hps. His voice rumbled
with phlegm whenever he spoke, and often he’d pause to suck in a lungful of air, or wipe
at his mouth with a handkerchief. Masha was excited. He was her best chance to find
Grigor)^
“I’m not going to help you find Grigory.
She scribbled an angr}^ spiral on the notepad in her lap, eyes locked on Rukshin.
“My intentions are scholarly, I assure you.”
Explain the Poincare Conjecture, then.” He hacked into his cloth.
Masha s eyes narrowed and she stopped herself before speaking. “You mean the
Poincare Theorem. Perelman’s proven it, after all.”
Rukshin had a scrapyard chuckle. “That’s a start. Go on.”
“The only finite 3-manifold with no holes is the 3-sphere.” Nailed it.
His smile was disarming. “Well said, miss. But I’m getting older and older, and
my poor mind is leaving me. It makes such little sense. Why don’t you explain it like I m
a twelve-year old? Please. Just don’t look at my face; it’ll make it an impossible task to
pretend.”
The spiral on Masha’s notebook was beginning to tear through the paper and
mark the pages below. She took a moment to collect her thoughts. Rukshin’s wall clock
ticked past 2. And then, with a smile,“Do you know why a donut is like a coffee cup?”
Rukshin laughed at her. “I’m sorry. Miss. But I couldn’t help you even if I wanted
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to.

“But you can. Dr. Rukshin, you can!” she felt desperate like this, but continued,
“You taught Grigoiy, yes? You were his mentor? If anyone knows the man that he is
now. It’s someone who knew him as a boy.”
“And that same someone would surely be concerned for his well-being, yes? I
don’t entirely beheve that directing the media to him would best benefit the man.
Well why the hell not? she asked impertinently. “What are you, his guardian
angel? He’s a grown man, he can protect himself, 1 believe. And he’s a figure of pubHc
interest, which I feel-”

“He IS a matbemaHdanr yelled Rukshin, startling Masha out of her rant. “That is
all. Not a celebrity. Not even an academic, really. Grigory isjust a mathematician. That’s
all he can be. A mathematician and
with bitterness. “He’s so

a reductionist at heart.” Rukshin’s words were tinged

fond of cutting. Cutting away at solutions and questions and

people alike. If Grigory doesn’t approve,if Grigory doesn’t agree, he simply turns in the
other direction and walks away, and...”
Rukshin removed his glasses and set them down hghdy on his desk. His eyes
were the most remarkable blue,if a bit clouded, and burdened with the folds of his aging
skin. If he does, then he does. He bobs his head and moves on. He’s very much Hke
Fermat, I think.”
Masha looked up. “Fermat?”
Pierre, appended Rukshin. “A Frenchman. Raised a question critical to number
theory in the 17'*’ century, the answer to which eluded mathematicians until a meager few
years ago. And in the same journal in which he discussed it, there is a footnote: I have
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discovered a truly manxlous proof of this theorem, which this margin is too smaU to
contain.

Masha tapped her pen against the notebook.“And what happened then?”
Rukshin shrugged. “He died.” A laugh. “They called it Fermat’s Last Theorem. It
seems hke something Grisha would do. Once the problem was solved, the problem was
solved.

you see? And such a stubborn boy he was.I remember I used to tide home with

him on the train, from the

center of the city to the outskirts,and every day his mother

would scold him- wear
a hat, Grigory, wear a hat. The air outside will freeze you to death.
And one day she convinced him, and thereafter the whole ride home he’d wear that
ndiculous, furry hat. And I’d tell him, Grigory, what are you doing? The car is heated.
Take off your hat! But he never would. He cleaves. Hard.”
Masha was quiedy scribbling Rukshin’s words on her notepad,‘mat was your
relationship with Grigor)^ hke?”
It took him
a moment to answer. He looked shghtly pained, and phrased it
carefully. I would say I pushed him. I pushed all my students. Math was a special thing
in those days. It was for individuals. The government never really knew what to do with
It.

My parents were engineers, countered Masha,“The government treated them
well. Well enough.”
Rukshin hmphed. As were Grigory’s. But I think you will find that there is a
great deal of difference between

an engineer and a mathematician. An engineer is

builder of bridges and buildings and bombs. Mathematicians only ask questions.”
Rukshin continued. “Grigory was no different. He never saw anything special in
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the Poincare Conjecture. It was a problem to be solved, and answering it would only
raise further questions, not make a product, or win an award. In his mind he was simply
following the logical conclusion came to by Hamilton before him, by Poincare himself
before them both. And

now these people with their medals and their money and their

celebrations. Grigor>^ would rather they use his results. Grigory would rather they did
something with it. Well, it’s been three years. Five teams have verified his results. And
what have they done witli it?”
Masha was at a loss. “What have they done with it?”
Rukshin finished pointedly. “Tried to send him a necklace.” He rested his hands
on his desk and exhaled. “Truth be told, I haven’t spoken with Grigory in months. His
desire to be in

agreement or isolation applies to me as well.

I’m sorr}^ to hear that.”
Locked himself in that apartment of his, with his mother. Even taken up the
viohn again, I ve heard. Vile instrument, the violin. Gritty and scratchy. Like playing a
chalkboard. Only a distraction, all of this is only a damned distraction.” Rukshin was
staring out the window with a grimace on his face. He snapped back to reaHty. “I think
IVe given you more than enough, now,if that’s everything...”
Masha told Rukshin where to find her,if anything changed. But she left with a
frown on her face. Even his childhood mentor had been abandoned. And for what?

It was the third knock that woke Masha, or the glass that slipped off the table
from the force of the vibration. Her topology textbook went skidding across the floor as
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she rolled to her feet, still trapped im a

haze of half-sleep. She slipped on a loose pair of

shorts and cursed as she stepped over the scattered shards of glass, then opened the door.
Nobody was there.
<(
What do you want with Grigory?!” demanded nobody.
Masha looked down,and took in a woman shorter than herself, which was a feat
to begin with, a litde bluster)' woman with ruddy brown hair, peppered gray, and thick
spectacles. Her head was craned back, which seemed like its natural position. The change
in

perspective, more than anything else, gave Masha pause.“Who are you?” she managed.
cc

yy

Who am I? Who are yott^ huh?

I don t understand?” Masha yawned and wiped at her eyes,
(C

I mean who are

you to stick your nose into Grigory’s life? Some litde New

Russian tabloid writer?”
<<
yy

No, that’s not it! Please, teU me who you are.
cc

yy

Lena.

At once Masha recogmzed the wiry copper hair, the sunken almond eyes. Even
yy

the nose was a match. “You’re Grigory’s sister!
<<
So what if I am?

yy

Masha pulled the door open and held out her arm.‘Tlease, Miss Perelman, come
yy

in.

The tiny woman balked at first, confused by the hospitality. She sized up Masha
for a moment, and then walked right by her.
yy

Oh,the mess,” started Masha apologetically. “This is a friend’s. It’s temporary.
“I’ve seen worse.” answered Lena, taking a seat on the couch. Masha found a

55

chair across from her and sat.
<c

»
Can I get you anything to drink.?

No. Thank you.yy
There was a brief silence.
<c

You were

saying something?” asked Masha.

Right! Lena continued, “It’s beyond unconscionable what you people have
been doing to Grigor)^ The man asks for privacy, and this means nothing to you?
eporters stopping him in the street. Pestering him at work until he leaves the university!
yy

He’s not some Holl)^vood actor, you know.

<<
yy
I m so sorr}^ Lena, I’m not one of those people.
And you know what the

worst part is?” She didn’t wait for Masha’s response,

The worst part is tliat none of them even care. ‘Grigory,why don’t you take the money?’
Grigory, have they checked your head?’ He spoke to them,in the beginning. He thought
yy

they’d listen. Did they?
Masha had read the initial

»
coverage. “No,” she said, “they did not.
yy

Lena sat suUenly for a while. “You’re Masha?
cc
yy

Masha Gessen. It’s nice to meet you.
yy

Dr. Rukshin told me about you. He said you were very persistent.
cc

I am,” admitted the reporter.
cc
yy

And you’re not working for a tabloid?

I m not working for anyone,” Masha assured her. “I want to understand Grigory
yy

for my own reasons.

Tell me why,” asked Lena, calmer but still on edge. “Why? Hasn’t he been
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picked clean?

Masha took only a moment to respond. “All this time

and I’ve been asking myself

the same thing. When I heard Grigory’s story I was drawn to him,somehow. It wasn’t
what he did, so much. It was how he did it. It was why he did it.”
Masha looked down and noticed the Topology textbook next to her foot. She
carefully slid it under the coffee table. “It was

pure. The idea of discovery unblemished

by reward.” She smiled, and looked at the clouds outside. “When I
I would be a mathematician. I

was young I thought

was quite good,in my own opinion. I loved it because it

was like a puzzle that grew every time I solved it. Grigory reminded me of myself” She
blushed immediately. “I’m sort)’, how arrogant, I-”
But Lena was nodding and spoke warmly. “He’s not a freak, you know. He
wouldn’t admit it, but I think that’s what bothers him the
most. That he’s some oddity.
He was raised to love mathematics. What’s so strange about that?”
They talked a little more, about Lena, a schoolteacher, about Rukshin, Grigory
and finally, the article.

“Don’t worry,” said Masha, “I’ll leave Grigory alone.”
Lena shook her head. “This may be a waste of time, but here.” She took a loose
pen from the table and scribbled something in red on a newspaper. It was an address and
a number. “Come and visit tomorrow afternoon. But call first. I’ll teU Grigory about you.
and if he wants...”
An interview?

If he wants.
Masha hugged Lena goodbye, and spent the next twelve hours fruidessly
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exploring the Topology- textbook.
I he morning came quickly, and the moment the clock struck twelve the phone
was already ringing.
No answer.
Furiously, Masha redialed, all while throwing on clothes and revising the top five
questions in her mind. No

answer again and she decided to wait patiendy to call again,

obviou.sly while driving to the Perelman house as rapidly as possible. The city gave way
into suburbs, into the rural forests and lakes of oudying St. Petersburg, and when Masha
came to the lake, she could almost make out his home. She was on her fourth call and
the last stretch of the journey when Lena finally answered.
“I’m sorry. Miss Gessen.”
That was the important part.
Masha stopped the car by the lake. She stared out over murky surface to the
neighborhood ahead, trying to decide which Httie cottage could be Grigory’s. Somehow
none of them seemed to fit the house in her imagination, like a rustic laboratory, a litde
of Rukshin’s office, a litde of her childhood home.
There was no way to vocahze her frustration, not to Lena, not to herself So she
walked, across the banks of the lake, down into the forest. It was a beautiful day, the sun
brilliandy shining for the first time since she’d come to St. Petersburg. The forest was
untouched by the city’s sprawl, the neighborhood as far out into the wild as anything for
miles. Masha found herself stepping over logs and creeks, wandering further and further
into the woods, with an eye towards the lake to keep herself from getting lost. Suddenly
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she heard the snapping of twigs, and turned to see what was nearby.
And there he was.

In that moment,caught at the bottom of the hill, only inches away from one
another, Grigorv was indiscernible from Rasputin, with wild, hypnotic eyes and madly
overgrown hair. Masha could barely speak now that she was face to face with the man
she d been searching for. What could she ask him? A question about his work? Tm sorry
for chasing after you hke a rabid dog, Mr. Perelman. Could you explain why you rejected
the Fields Medal? Can you tell me why you passed up one million dollars for your work?
No. Nothing hke that. Grigor}^ rose wordlessly and shuffled down the slope,
bending over to pick up the blobs that had exploded out of his pack when he’d fell.
1 here was a serene calm to the forest, a permeating quietness. All Masha could hear were
the sounds of breath and the distant crackle of motion through the birch trees.
“I’m sorr}% Grigor)^” It came out just like that. She wasn’t sure why.“I’m sorry,
but we all want to know what you have to say.” He kept on as if he didn’t hear. “Maybe
it’s all solved for you, Grigor}^ Maybe for you the conjecture and the awards and all of it
are solved, maybe they’re all in the past. But not for us. Not everyone works like you,
Grigory. Not everyone can see what you can see. Please just share some of it. Any of it,
and not just the proof, Grigor}^, but what took you there. Please.”
He paused, and she could finally see what was in his hands, what had been in the
satchel. Little fungi with tiny brown caps, and long squiggled stalks of pure white. He
dropped one final handful into his pack, and threw it over his shoulder. He looked
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towards Masha, but not at her, and he spoke.
\ ou arc disturbing me. I am picking mushrooms.
As if that
were enough, he caught his breath against a tree, moving carefully from
Masha. And then he walked awav.

She followed him. Through the tangled thickets, past the sharp white trees. He
noticed her approach and picked up speed, but winced, and refusing to stop for
questioning, hmped forward pridefully. Masha stopped and watched him go, only
moving after he did. She asked him

no questions, demanded nothing of him, only

followed and watched. Step after step they went deeper into the forest, Masha refusing to
speak, Grigoiv refusing to hsten.
/ never saw Cirigoiy again. I haven V even made an attempt to call him, althoughfrom time to
time Igac^e at the little slip of paperfwm hena, with Grigoty*s number scratched in red ink. What a
strange feeling of serendipity J have looking at those digits!As though I couldpunch them into a little
machine and have Grigoty then to explain himself.
And then Grigor}^ went to his knees, and Masha watched as he picked through
the grass and the dirt at the litde bulbs growing in odd carpets along the ground. The
mushrooms were ahen to her, their spindled meat and strange geometries blending
together effortlessly, the poison in their flesh hidden to her eyes. Masha followed blindly.
She was in a quiet panic, now scribbling down colors and names with no meaning: Tan
bolete? Hdible. Fly agaric- didn’t bodier.
A/<? amount of self-teaching nvealed the purpose ofthe Poincare Confecture. In the end, it was as
the students had explained it, a function ofpure knowledge,pie in the sky, something so magicaland
vastly appealing to the uneducated ohsewer and the informed expert alike. Everyone else- those who dare
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to kfww, hnt not nnderstiwd, willfind themsellses
meant to thww my lofo/o^y textbook

unwrapping Iwyer after unsati^ng layer. I hadn V

out the window, but the deed is done. It smashed agaping hole

into a passing, sedan's hack window. There

was simply no recovering it.

She stopped to pick up a withered morel. one of a cluster Grigory had collected,
She saw^
nothing ,n the gaping net of its pores. But Grigory did. He harvested out of
some intemperate passion, in one
caps and the stalk

moment carefully inspecting the skin and the gills, the

S, in the next angrily tossing aside entire shelves of fimgus. He trawled

the forest muttering to himself.

accent thick and words incomprehensible.

Ind in an nvnn way. what Gngoty said may have been the only revelatory answer he could've
given. I'hose wonh mthoiii question I eon understand- words so much won universalthan Poincare’s
Cori/ecture. I'hey will stand as Caigoty's Laist Theorem,perhaps, and thy are demonstrabiy, ekgantif
true: We are all distnrhtng him. He is only picking mushrooms.
Cmgoty had found it, hidden in a patch of moss beneath a tree. He lifted it to
examine in the light of the day, its stalk smooth,cap a creamy brown. He flicked its gills
and the slightest dusting of spores trickled down to the earth. The perfect mushroom.
Grigory set it fondly in his satchel, and then he moved on.
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